THE GREEK COMMUNAL SCHOOL AND CULTURAL SURVIVAL IN PRE-WAR TORONTO

Eleoussa Polyzoi
The Secret School
My little moon so shining bright My path before me please do light That I may walk to school at night That I may learn the words and rules Rules and studies by your light All which speak of God's great might.* -translated by the author
Upon immigration an individual brings with him a host of old world values, attitudes, and behaviours to the New World which are very much a part of him and cannot be readily cast off. Yet confronted with a new and often strange environment, he quickly feels the pressure to assimilate. He learns that to survive he must somehow adjust to the mores and ways of the receiving society. Often balancing off these pressures of assimilation generated by the receiving country is the concomitant desire by an immigrant group to maintain its cultural heritage; that is, to see its ethnic roots survive through succeeding generations. One manifestation of this sentiment was the establishment and growth of communal language schools.
With few exceptions, communal language schools have generally been overlooked by Canadian historians. Although some efforts have been made to examine the language maintenance efforts of the early Ukrainian, Mennonite, and Doukhobour immigrants of Western Canada, these have been either cursory or, at best, tangential to the main issues surrounding the assimilation of Canada's immigrants.
*So sang the Greek children on their way to the secret Greek schools during Greece's 400 year Turkish captivity, 1453-1821.
Even less attention has been accorded the historical development of the communal language schools in Canadian cities. Despite the historical importance of these schools in the large urban centres, virtually no concern has been shown about their role in the formation of urban immigrant communities or in the socialization of second generation Greek Canadians.
This paper attempts to trace the historical development of the Greek After-Four school in the city of Metropolitan Toronto. The examination specifically covers the time period before World War II and argues that despite the school's main function as a tool of ethnic survival, at the same time, it was a product of the North American urban context.
Any examination of the development of Greek communal schools must take account of the historical circumstances surrounding the process of Greek immigration and subsequent development of community institutions.
Accordingly, a short history of Greek immigration to Toronto is presented along with a brief statement of reasons for immigration, a summary of the types of occupations entered by the Greek immigrants, and finally, a description of the development and growth of the pre-World War II Greek community. The paper then focuses on the establishment of the first Greek school in Toronto and on the social, political, and economic forces affecting its development up to World War II.
Early Greek Immigration to Toronto
The Greek presence in Toronto was the product of persuasive forces present in both the Old World and in Canada. Except for occasional refugees from the Greek-Turkish conflict of 1821-1829, few Greek immigrants came to North America until the turn of the twentieth Treatise on Canada's Greatest Educational Problem (Toronto: Dent, 1918); R. England, The Colonization of Western Canada: A Study of Contemporary Land Settlements (London: P. S. King, 1936) . Conspicuous as an exception is the work of C. J. Jaenen. See the works listed in J. R. Mallea and L. Philip, "Canadian Cultural Pluralism and Education: A Selected Bibliography," Canadian Ethnic Studies, Vol. 8 (1976), pp. 81-88. century.
Greeks at this time began emigrating in small but steady numbers, first from the Kingdom of Greece or "Greece proper," and then, from the so-called enslaved or "unredeemed" regions of Greece, chiefly Asia Minor.
The most important single factor in the migration from "Greece proper" was the desire to escape poverty resulting from failure of the 3 currant crop, Greece's principal agricultural export. But more than this, the hardships incurred through centuries of Moslem domination, the complex problems of rehabilitation: constitutional, social and economic, following the Greek War of Independence, primitive agricultural methods, absentee landownership, and generally intolerable living conditions took 4 their toll in migration.
What resulted, in fact, was a two-part migration, one from rural areas to towns, and the other from Greece to England, Russia, Roumania, and, finally, the United States and Canada.
Once the potential of North America became known, however, the emigrant traffic to other countries gradually ceased.
In a second yet smaller influx of migration originating in "unredeemed Greece," political and religious grievances were significant stimuli. The grievances of those living in the Ottoman Empire were G. Vlassis, The Greeks in Canada (Ottawa: Le Clerc Printers, 1942), p. 12.
3 H. P. Fairchild, "The Causes of Emigration from Greece," Yale Review, Vol. 18 (1909), pp. 176-196; T. Constant, "Greek Immigration and Its Causes," Athene, Vol. 8 (1947) One of the most conspicuous features of early Greek migration was the preponderance of males over females. In 1911, for example, of the 3,594 Greeks listed in Canada, 3,064 were men and 530 were women.
Of the 9,444 Greeks in 1931, 6,055 were men and 3,389 were women. By 1941, the number of males was still greater than females although the proportion was declining: 7,210 men to 4,482 women.
Spurred by the need to better their economic position, these early migrants entered Canada in search of work. They were not, however, immigrants, at least not at first. Most hoped to return eventually to Greece once enough money was amassed to ensure security for their 12 families and themselves.
Despite their peasant background and wealth of agricultural 13 skills, the great majority of early arrivals flocked to Canada , 1921-1922) .
Census of Canada, 1911 Canada, , 1921 Canada, , 1931 . The great majority of early arrivals were in fact either boys or older males devoid of normal family relations, thus making their adjustment more difficult. This same male bias characterized the flow of Greek immigration to the United States as well. See G. Abbot, "A Study of the Greeks in Chicago, ff American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 15 (1909) , pp. 379-393; H. Balk, "Economic Contributions of the Greeks to the United States," Economic Geography, Vol. 30 (1943) , pp. 270-275; Saloutos, Greeks in the United States, p. 45.
12
See T. Saloutos, They Remember America: The Story of the Repatriated Greek-Americans (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1956) .
13 While the immigrants from the commercial parts of Asia Minor were believed to have been better educated and of middle class, the bulk of immigrants coming from the Kingdom of Greece were chiefly illiterate and of peasant stock. See Saloutos, "Greeks in the United States," p. 70. 14 centres rather than to farms.
Ever mindful of past hardships in eking out an existence from the soil, unfamiliar with the farming techniques and produce of a "flatter" and colder Canada, unwilling to accept the loneliness and isolation of living in Canada 1 s rural areas, unprepared to make the long term commitment to Canada required of a farmer, and lacking in capital, these Greeks preferred to live in the cities.
There they found employment as factory hands, manual labourers, hotel workers, waiters, bootblacks and peddlars. Single men, often transient, moved from city to city as job opportunities and economic changes made continued migration necessary.
Canada's cities offered these anxious new arrivals an opportunity for immediate employment and, equally important, a wage packet very soon after beginning work. In expanding centres like Toronto, business and industry were often ready to use the services of unskilled labour.
But many saving and commercial-minded Greeks did not long remain labourers. Those independent in spirit and venturesome of character, soon struck out into a small commercial enterprise of their own, a fruit or flower stand, an ice cream parlor, a shoe-shine shop, a confectionery store, a café or furrier establishment, and perhaps even a small hotel or restaurant.
Once securely established in jobs or businesses and feeling assured that they had enough money to support a family, the idea of a quick return to Greece began to fade. Many sent for their wives and children. Although a large proportion of Greek migrants had, at the outset, no desire to settle permanently, and indeed, considered their 14 Early Greek immigrants were noted for securing entrance to Canada as "farmers" but quickly turning to more lucrative employment in the cities. Public Archives of Canada, Immigration Branch Records, RG 76, Vol. 645, File 998358, Part I, "Greek Immigration: 1908 -1951 Toronto. Defamation and slander were readily tossed about, arguments over the singing of the polichronion, the royal hymn in church, boiled over, and intra-group boycotts injured many businesses and shattered 26 social and religious relationships.
As one informant observed, "The Community was divided, the church was divided, even coffee houses were 27 divided."
By 1923, friction became so intolerable that the small church on Jarvis Street had to be temporarily shut down. By 1930, however, political squabbles in Greece, repeated here on a miniature scale, began to subside. The split slowly healed, however, as community interests once again made common ground.
Throughout the era of political infighting, the Greek population
24
The importance of the church in a number of Greek settlements across North America has been documented by a number of Greek-American historians. See, for example, T. Saloutos, "The Greek Orthodox Church and Assimilation," International Migration Review, Vol. 7 (1973) Although fees were nominal and texts were free, the all-day parochial school was soon converted to an "AfterFour" school where the language of instruction was confined to Greek is 38 27 only.
Although little is known about the actual operation of this pioneer school, it is known that within a few years it was closed.
In 1926, Mrs. Smaro Pavlakis, a certified teacher educated in A number of other Greek immigrants to Toronto were able to find Ibid., p. 342. Because the reasons for such a conversion are difficult to ascertain, only speculation can be offered. Perhaps operative costs were prohibitive. Perhaps the Greek communal programme ran counter to the official Toronto Board of Education standards. Or, alternatively, perhaps the Greek parents' priority lay in the Canadian school system to teach their children English.
37
Vlassis, Greeks in Canada, p. 44. See preceding footnote. 38
Smaro Pavlakis interview. 39
This was not an uncommon practice among early Greek immigrants to Canada.
Sophie Maniâtes interview.
After-Four Greek Class at 170 Jarvis Street, 1933. (Donated to the Multicultural History Society of Ontario by Mrs. S. Pavlakis).
Front row: Mrs. Sophie Maniâtes (Greek Teacher, 1930-33; 1935 -1944 , Mrs. Maria Harakas (first president of the Ladies Philoptoho Society, 1921), Father Emmanouil Papastephanou, Mrs. Smaro Pavlakis (Greek teacher, 1926 (Greek teacher, -1930 1931 -1948 The school conducted classes on the second floor of the church for over ten years, albeit with a minimum of furniture, curricular 43 material and, as one student reminisced, "primitive heating facilities that did not always work in the cold winters. From the Greek schools, religious studies must never be absent. Only in this way can we be assured of preserving our ethnicity., ft Proud of their succession to the name of Old Greece, the nationalistic and illiterate parents supported the Greek school in their goal of teaching the language that "gave light to the world. " These injunctions were echoed and re-echoed by the Greek Archdiocese in New 49 York, the Greek press, the church, and the local community leadership in general.
But striving to instill an appreciation for the Greek language and culture did not always proceed smoothly. Although belatedly appreciative of the rudimentary knowledge of modern Greek, student informants readily recall the resentment they felt at attending a second school from five to seven in the afternoon while their non-Greek school mates were free to play or engage in extra-curricular activities. Toronto and often seemed out of step with the world outside the school.
As a result and much to the exasperation of the teachers, students were often listless, tired, and difficult to motivate.
Parents, in contrast, showed dutiful and almost fervent support of the Greek school. This support was always reinforced on Greek national holidays and Christmas and graduation day which provided occasions for the recitation of patriotic pieces by sons and daughters frequently clad in the fustanella or stoli tis vlahopoulas. Plays narrating heroic deeds performed by Greek revolutionary heroes were presented. Gifted students who succeeded in making the most stirring appeal which glorified the land of Greece usually won the greatest applause from an attentive and often awe-struck audience.
Support for the afternnon school can also be seen from enroll- Yet if numbers underscore the degree of community support for the school, they fail to explain the reasons for that support. It would be facile to argue that parents saw the school as a solid buttress against the assimilation of their children. While this element was present, parents who had already given up the fact if not the dream of returning to Greece were themselves caught up in an endless series of adjustments necessary to "making it" in the New World. They could not deny that to their children. Rather, they saw the church and the school, which might pass their Greek heritage on to the next generation, as giving a particular tone and richness to their own urban North American experience. For parents, being Greek and living in a North American city were not mutually exclusive. The one gave meaning and expression to the other. This, too, should not be denied their children.
The school, however, could not escape the uneasy tension between two worlds. In its effort to capture the essence of Greece, the school was forced to deny an urban North American Greek experience which provided both its raison d f etre and its student body. The Toronto Greek communal school was, in the final analysis, not a product or rural peasant Greece but of Toronto. The child who grew up in Toronto could not see the world through the eyes of his Greek-born parents, and accordingly, questioned the educational relevance of the Greek communal school. Nevertheless, while it is perhaps impossible to calibrate, the Greek After-Four school, for all its problems, helped create a degree of Greek self-identity in immigrant and Canadian-born children which in turn shaped their lives. As such the Greek communal school, which was a manifestation of the shift from migrant to immigrant status of Greeks in Canada, was also a basic element in the shift of the Greek community from immigrant group to ethnic group.
